Emotional exhaustion and workarounds in acute care: cross sectional tests of a theoretical framework.
As health care organizations strive to improve their work processes, attention is being paid to workarounds in the clinical setting. Some research has found a link between burnout and workarounds. Other research shows that the clinical work environment can influence burnout levels in clinical workers, particularly emotional exhaustion. Underpinned by Conservation of Resources theory, we examined a conceptual model linking the work environment with workarounds in acute care nurses and other clinicians, and hypothesized that burnout, specifically emotional exhaustion, would mediate these relationships. A cross sectional survey study was conducted in a large tertiary hospital in North America. All clinical care providers in the hospital's medical units were invited to participate. The response rate was 45%, with nurses comprising 85% of respondents. Questionnaires were mailed to employee homes using a two-wave methodology. Hypotheses were examined using structural equation modeling. Time pressure was positively related to exhaustion, and autonomy was negatively related. Exhaustion was positively related to workarounds, and mediated the time pressure and autonomy to workarounds relationships. Contrary to expectations, the physical environment was directly and negatively related to workarounds. Our findings suggest that the work environment may influence more than individual clinician well-being and exhaustion, it also may influence workaround behaviors that could lead to harm for patients and/or the organization. More attention should be paid to the mechanisms that influence workarounds.